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BARCELONA IS ABOUT TO HAVE AN AIRPORT WITH A 
DEFINITE IDENTITY, INCORPORATING IMPORTANT 
IMPROVEMENTS IN A BUILDING WHICH IS JUST WHAT IT 
APPEARS TO BE: THE MODERN AIRPORT OF A LARGE 
MEDITERRANEAN CITY. 
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ery rarely in history have new 
architectural typologies ap- 
peared. Airports are one of 
these novelties arising from the technical 
advances of the twentieth century: large 
halls in which to receive passengers and 
direct them in an orderly fashion to- 
wards the aeroplanes. Or the inverse: 
true gateways to the city, the first im- 
pression the visitor receives on arrival 
in the city. Two worlds and two scales 
come together in an airport, that of the 
passengers and that of the aeroplanes. 
An important change took place in the 
field of airport architecture in Spain 
when, in 1987, Aeropuertos Naciona- 
les, an organism dependent on the Min- 
istry of Transport, gave the job of 
modernizing Seville airport to Ra- 
fael Moneo and Barcelona airport to 
Ricard Bofill. 
This decision, which surprised engi- 
neers, technicians and specialists, 
backed architecture as an instrument 
capable of bringing quality and unity to 
such a complex organism, overcoming 
the anonymity and coldness of the ma- 
jority of airports. 
In the case of Barcelona it was neces- 
sary to resolve a series of major pro- 
blems: its dispersion and lack of unity, 
limited capacity for receiving passen- 
gers, excessive distance to the planes, 
etc. The most important conditioning 
factor was the need to preserve most of 
the existing buildings, carrying out the 
work in stages while keeping the airport 
running. 
The choice of Ricard Bofill had an ele- 
ment of risk. His Taller d'Arquitectura 
has produced variable work, with ob- 
vious failures, like the residential dev- 
elopment at Marne-la-Vallée, near Pa- 
ris, where what looks like a gigantic pa- 
lace in fact hides tiny dwellings, poor 
construction, useless open spaces, build- 
i n g ~  of truly speculative height and an 
inaccurate use of anachronic classicist 
language. 
In this case, though, his first project in 
Barcelona for many years, Bofill has 
managed to put architecture's formal 
and technological possibilities to good 
use. His proposal attempts to resolve 
different questions directly and force- 
fully: to achieve a functional container 
in the interior which provides suitable 
access to the planes and is attractive to 
the eye from both the air and the 
ground. 
In doing so, Bofill has been in no doubt 
about the two essential functions of an 
airport: to allow movement and to ease 
the wait. To each he has ascribed suit- 
able spaces: a long avenue, or rambla, 
running the length of the building, 
and four large triangular embarcation 
modules. 
The longitudinal axis, or covered ram- 
bla, not only connects the four modules 
but also links most of the already ex- 
isting buildings. Along this axis are sit- 
uated the countless services needed in 
these small cities with their fleeting in- 
ternational population. The light in this 
walkway will help travellers orientate 
themselves. Its curtain-like facade 
makes it a balcony over the runways. The 
classical columns, present in modera- 
tion, mark the rhythm of this large lin- 
eal space. 
The triangular reception lounges make 
up an area in which the movement of 
the contiguous walkway is halted. With 
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room for 1,500 people each, they allow 
direct access from the first floor to the 
aeroplanes connected to the triangle via 
the telescopic "fingers" -of which there 
will be 24- and to the buses that travel 
out to the runways from the ground 
floor. 
Bofill's idea has the quality of simpli- 
city and also a further advantage: this 
lineal arrangement could be enlarged at 
a later date. 
Everything is laid out on two levels. 
The ground floor, which is not as tal1 as 
the upper floor, with an almost earthy 
character, acts as an access from the 
exterior for the purchase of tickets, for 
checking in and for collecting bag- 
gage. 
The upper floor, where the rambla is, 
acts as an axis for movement and a 
place from which to embark and change 
planes, and, with its greater height, it 
manifests itself on a scale between earth 
and air. 
This lineal arrangement, with the four 
large areas, means that there can be 
double-height spaces in each of them, 
acting as large entrance vestibules and 
even allowing palm trees to be planted 
in the interior. 
By working in stages, it was possible, in 
January 1991, to open the first section 
of the shuttle-service to Madrid and, 
in May, to inaugurate the interna- 
tional terminal, with the rest of the 
sections gradually opening during 
199 1. The section housing the shuttle- 
service adds a semi-circular volume 
that creates the double-space men- 
tioned above just at the entrance, 
forming a visual connection between 
the levels. 
In the international flights module there 
will also be a double-height section with 
porches on the exterior that are lacking 
in the shuttle-service module. The 
facades stand out for their clean, simple 
lines, with a basic structure of steel 
situated between and supporting two 
glass sheets. The air conditioning tubes 
run along the interior of this double 
glass wall. This solution undoubtedly 
owes a lot to the advisors, especially the 
Ove Arup engineers in London. This 
glass facade -transparent at the bottom 
and smoked over the rest- is very at- 
tractive because of its homogeneous 
straight lines in some parts and the cur- 
vature in others. 
The interior is spacious with views over 
the exterior. Perhaps the least con- 
vincing part of it is that above a floor of 
reddish marble -travertine-, the low 
volumes of the separations, services and 
lift-towers are covered in white marble, 
making them look heavy. It is also sur- 
prising that the capitals of the columns 
should actually be set into a false ceil- 
ing . 
On the other hand, it must be admitted 
that al1 the fittings -benches, notice 
boards, railings, pavilions, etc.- re- 
spond to a suitably simple, functional 
design which is not without imaginative 
capacity. 
Barcelona is therefore about to have an 
airport with a definite identity, incorpo- 
rating important functional, formal and 
technical improvements in a building 
which is, moreover, just what it appears 
to be: the modern airport of a large 
Mediterranean city. Al1 that is left, once 
it is finished, will be to see how well it 
works. 
